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Histor ians_ci| phdtpgrap^ have failed to explore the 
origins of the Black Star Pit:ture Agency arid how- it introduced 
experienced photo journalists to Renry Luce ^ a publisher atteiiipting to 
break new ground in American jpurnalisiti with the intrpduct^ion of a 



picture magazine, "Life," in 1936. Black 
Mayer, Kurt kornfeld, and Kurt Safranski 
connections with contract photographers^ 
the operation of German mass circulation 



Star's founders ; Ernest 

r ' hadf nearly worldwide^ 

and were well experienced in 
photo magazines^ as well .as 



the new techniques of photojournalism. They recognized the vaLue of 
candid photography and the photo essay in present ing both the famous 
and the ordinary in routine situations. Mayer , Kornfeld and Safranski 
shared with the editors of "Life" their experience as busix\ess men 
and as editors^ and encouraged th^n to use more photo essays produced 
by individual photographers rather than so many single photographs • 
The Black Star photographers who produced photographs for "Life," 
many of whom were talented Euroupeah emigres , applied their knowledge 
of German photojournalism practices in their wbrk^ thus creating 
another channel through which i^as were carried across cultural 
boundaries. Eventually ^ many ox^he photographers became "Life" staff 
members br_ contract photographers for the decades in which the 
m^azirie flourished. (CRH) 
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>^ ftBSTRATT TO THE educational resources 

^^"^^^ iNFORMAtldN CENtER (ERIC)." 

middle of J,93q^^^^ Lucje was cxtisidering a_ tmi * 

p^lishixig vimtm-e aj^ a pic^ foraxist in his plamJ 

Several events^ and po-aons close Jto him influenced his decision to start 
^^^n 1936r vmty of already described in books and article about 

the MTigijis of tjtis oo imi^^ g f iret picture itia^zine. However^ a picture 
agency was instronaital in laBgE 'g successful early years has been 

overlocdced by historians of pAiatograitiy until now. 

^ds p^er details the origins of Black Star Picture ftgehcy through a 

of interviews with one of its co-fotnidefs, 4nigre Ernest May^^ and 
seyerai^otiiers associatKl with this ffew ypfk CityH::i^e| busixiiss. Mayer *s 
first picture" agency, Mauritius in' Berlin,, is d^cribed arid ccitpared to 
Slack ' Sta r to shew the siinilarities arid diff eraxw in the pradtic^ of 
both Gez^en picture imgazines and LJJB . 

^ inportot f igu^ ^gre Rcirt Romfeld^ a par&ief 

of Mayey's wcarked directly %d.th Wilson ttldts at LIFE in getting candid 
photographs and photo essays published in this pcpialar mass circulation 
naga^ne. Also contrihwting to the swx^ss of BlacDc Star was enigf^ Kurt 
Saf rmski, the third co-founder who hid been in accscsipliSied editor at the 
Be rl i n e r Illustr irte Zeitung . itie cbrmectictis Mayi^^ Kornfeld and 
Safran^ had with Eiirt^^ in their repr^ehtirig ntiSeroufl tai- ' 

entg phot^rg^^iers including Ftitz C^rp, Aixir^ Feihinger^ i^tllippe 
Haisnen, W&lter Sanders, Hert^rt Gehr, Fritz Hehle^ Ralph l^rahe and Wten^ 
^iff • __A11 th|s? ^gr^ ptotdgrif*^s ^htually ^re "stbl^i away* fran 
Bladc^tar Igr edLtprsr many of I^iot berarnixig staff mmSers or co ntr act 
photographeres for tne decades the magazine f lourishedi 
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«ie strides m^ by Europem pJ^tngraphers and the Gerniah Illustrated 
nsmzxQom in the develcfineait of candid photography and the photo essa^ ha\^ 
been discussed earlier irt presentations to the Visual Cfcmnuhicaticjn bivi" 
sion. feat r^earcSi is takra one step further in this paper by shadjii the 
cxtiduit through %#ftidi Sne^lcan publishers and editwrs in need 5f tainted, 
trained European photo^raphefs^ hired those ^gr^ Who Were fo^ to leave 
their jciM and Serinany be^u^ of ftdolf Hitler. liia^ i^brtant liric «as 
Blade Star Picture f^xscy. -^ — 

Blade Star, %Ar±ch ranains i| thtiving New York ei^y pi^toie agen^ to 
this day. Was made possible, at least in part, by redoiiBandatians ^Kurt 
Itorff made during his 'year (193|r36) as a bdhsultaht t^4^ Inc/ Rorff , 

a fonner editw- of the BerUner Illustrirte Zeitung . «^ an ei^ert on ishat 

_^ . _ 1 ; _ 

madfe; the German magazine successful (the B^ had nearly 2 million readers 

at its peak). . asked hy Benry Luoe for his recannendations about M 

should be hifeff fa: the upaanijig LIPE , Rorff strongly urged that "Buio^ 
peah-trained dSnera reporters-^be hired because th^ teou^t, a variety of 
skills to their work and were familiar Vrith tfie candid s^le of jiiotogra^ 
Ifcfcng and the photo essay. Ifcrff believed most to^ican photographers 
working for newspapers were not as disciplined ^ versatile in their work. 

in light pf Kbrff 's recatinehdatioh^ -Lude and his editors at Time Inc. 
needed reliable sources for photographic talent. As photograFhic his- 
torian WiilijBn S. Johnson adchbWledg^:' 

Tt^ grcwii^ neei for a liais^ beta«e«i photografjters 
ana ma^zines in the late 1936s was met by> photographic 
agencies, whidi kept large ooilections of photographs of 
pcBsible stories on file, matched^proposed stories with 
ptotographers, and handled direction a^ 
tte several agemn^es in eperatxcyt at the time^ Bla^ 
» Star of^ the best ^l [en^phasis added] 
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£*icture agents were iiifwrtant Qi<£[l«neh in the roa^zriia j^iness; Few 
publishers cxwid af f okS tb have inahy staff photo^phers icatteted 
throcgfeut the United Stat^ arfi the wsrldi Ev«i on its second anniversary 
~ Life had just ten staff photbgtapfters^ nine men and one wonan. 'ttp^ csould 
not pcasibly ke^ with Life's danand for the ap^oxirHtely two .hundlr^ 
{^Uiyiafhs sel.ef±«a for publicatidn inieadi weekly issue, (fsny adiitibnal 

assignnents were' stot for ea<3i issue bat went unused. ) Fran the begihhihg 

- - _ — _ , - - _ j_ ■ ( / _ 

life editors relied hcsavily on photographers associated with Ife^ ydrkHaased 

picture agencies. \ _y 

lijc^turn^ to Blac* Star early, ihe agency not only had its own 
liKrtx^apiiers un3er ccmtract but also had contacts with; "strihgers" in ge»- 

grat4|ically diversified areas, . particularly in Europe. Msb^ Blade Star" 

- ^ - k _ 

servaJ as a TOrSuit for many onigres fleeing Europe Who wanted to pur- 
sue a career in iSiotojairnaiiOT in the Itoited -niMe . vra p^ 
fessicmals **b had the kind of photographic talent vital to fcuce's new 
nagazihe. Eight roarths before liife was ever published, Bla^ Star signed a 
year^lohg c«iteadt^6 st^ly single photographs and plfobb essays f «r Time 

- ' 3 . ; 7 

Inc. llie Blacdc Star credit line appeared in the pag^ of Tiine even b^ 
fore the txxjtract %ms si^ied, and" beginning with the second issue (Dedanber 
1, 1936 h it also appeared regularly in Life . 

Many of agert^*s ani^pr^ photograiifers, ' inc^ Eritz Goto, 

Andreas F^inihg^, Herb^ C3ehr, Itelter Sanders, Eritz Senle, and Wbttier 
Itolff *«nt on to beoone Life staff photcigrafjhers, while others likfe 
Philij^ telMi were upder contract to the magazine for decadei. tooOTding 
to Rilsfm iiidcs of Wfe, by 1952 more than a quarter of the photographer^ 
working for the ma^zine had etdgrated to .the United Stat^ frat airore in 
the late 1930s and early 1940s. At least half of these Itarbpean photbg- . 
rapiers were at otc tijne a^ociated with Black Star. 
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-n.e history of black^star a«3 how it as a chanhel forWifS"- 

ihg ihnovativB German picture magazine pr^ictices to Life is the focus of 
this papS. Studying the relationship ^cii developed i^ts 
and magazine editors provides farther evident of the ihf luaioe, airopesn 
I^oto^aphers and picture agents had on ftneriasn mi^ pfiotograptgr in 
the 19388 and IMOs. 

■Hnfortonately, there is v«y little published ihfoSti^ on Blacdc 
Sta^ or the agency's relationship with Mfe.^ Ofe secondary sourop^ 
avail^ie are used to augm^ inte^e»s <x>ndu<^ with the principal 
characters, such as May^, Ho*«rti* aapnidc, and k. Bionpsdn.^ 

, Daniel £j*gwell's final m^ to liuoe about Itorff raised ' sane neS- 
tiisane issues abc«t Time inc. ;« ^lly-tswnaJ sul«idia^. Pictures Inc. 
IMS subsidiary was established to prosride editors with unliMted acx^ss to 
SiBtogi^ frcn, «^ liable source. £on^l wanted to p^ it 
out^ because it was e^ive to run aid it was cSieaper to bigr photograjSis 
fran other a^oxries. ^ 

^ the continuation of Pictures, inc., Longwell- opened ♦ 

the way for stronger relationships to develop betaken Mfe editors and pic^ 
tore a^ lite those at sfack Star. Black Stag's v^l role in the late 
19308 and 1940s is a<^i6wi edged a Ilife picture bureau chief: 

In ^e*s dry run year, before w^ w^ tx> press* 

' S^'^l^i^f^^^^^^ than th^ nS 

Ps^ Vte needed tteir stories for our files, their^S ' 
tacts, thei^staf f assignmaits^^and tlKir^StuS^ 
- :^g°tbigger^ photbgraFfiers o^^SST^b 

^e^got sane of th^irs-l^lph Cr^r^Sdreas P^ 
Fritz Goro, Walt ^rs. Bill .^r>^^z\iT^^ ' 



i 
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'y . qute^ Of the bu3i,«« ' "S^^tet^ 

f*'*''^*y. ■ Ttie ^ «r with the iJhoto essay cana+^ 

gather. ^ ^ ^tag««3 to «.>rJc to." 

«»no.u« H,^,, -5 

the aSlt«, stat^ S^,/ 

ihteresta iS th. ipec^l S& «it«, ^ 

«.800 for fi«t r«4 ri^^^^ ' ^-"•^ =f 

Mat,. ^ J ^- ^ s. ^ ^^^^ 
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•Rs apiTOiate wf^ Black star becahe ^ch a critical lii* in the 
transfer of Seman picture mag^ine practioes to M#e. the pperation 
the Gennan picfeSe agency ^feuritiu8, preceded Black Star, 'fet be ex- 

plored.^ -Rie oomecting lir* betwe^ Biidc star Ji^^^te^^ 
.Hayer. . » , ' ' , j ' " 



While Running Jteikitiua fteyer clearly 
photbjo«r^is„ that made his Snerican agency. Blade Star, so l«,«rtant to 
Lif^. Founded in 1S29 in Berlin, the Mauritius Publishing was an 



outgr«^ ofi Mayer's ^^cade of «^ie«6e as a saleaSan in Beflin and 
Sini* booto^res. m additfc^ ^ pushing bodes, i^tiua sold photo- 
graphs to Getnan nagazines sud, &8 the BIZ ard ^^^^Uvgtri^ 
ft^, Js «ell as tb other European publications. At that although 
th^ w«e n«« agenci^, journalistic^lj^^ted picture ag«i- 

ci« «dsted. in the highly captive Gentah picfe^ n«^i« i«justxy, 
*6y^ foui^ a good/sarfet for the ^KHssgraphs he soli^ted and collected. 
_ AS the ina^^ industry flourished, so did picture agenci^ and 
^uriSus fac^ .tiff car^titia^. K^tcne, ^ 

Wel^undschau, A.B.C., HanJce, and Pacific S Atlantic Association all 

^.peted for sales to the iiiustiated weeklies. Mayer, however. w«t 
l^ond being a inere saleanani He generated ma^ st^ ideas by cli^ 
ar^cles fr«. regicml* ne.^p^r^, a practi;pe he continu«l with great 
suoc^s at- Black Star. A^rding to G^pnic*, *fayer Wd arrive on Son- ' 
<tey momingjat^lac* Star offi«s] with^the ^tire Sunday New Ybrk ^ 

cu^ into pi««s f ass«^ Of each iten in te«s of its possible 
piettirg-story ideas." ^ « 



\ 



\ 

/ ■ . / 

Before 8«iciing a Mauritia^photographer on an aisigrineit* *^yer wodld 
aisoisa the idea %d.th an editofc- to detentiine if a photo essay m that 
^ thoie or tcjpic vwald be of interest. Editors did1>bt always agree to use a 

: - ^ _ ' ; I ' . 

set of Eaiotographa, so some |Siotogras4iers worked on "speculation.'* mffi^' 

^ ______ _ ')■__ ■ ': : 

ffver, tMs did not CTsate raai^ problens for Bayer since the ma^zine narket 
xn Gexamany so ccrapetitive, vrf.th at least "thizteOT illustrate weekly 
magazings published. A photo essay rejected ^ one tba^zin^ 

usuall^codid ^ sold to another magazine witfidut ma^ difficulty.- 
^ Picture agents in Germany were in a good posi^on for another rsfcson:- 



' sinoe the illustrated magazihe§ enplpj^ only a few "'staff . photographers" • 
(like Martin Itinkacsi at the Biz)»^they Wto iely upon pic;fcure agents 
iiJce May^ for a steady sufply of inateriali In ttam, Mayer and other 
agetts prov-ided ,fr^lahc»' plxjtogr^hers ^th mi^us "contacts" and 
clients and did the bobkkeepir^? tasks few pho to ^a ^ers relished. 

Mauritius "develc^)^ hidely" dtocihg the early 1930s, adcordihg 

_■_ f _ * 

to Mayer. ffcweyer, when Hitler becams Sianoelior dLn 1933 r life changed ' 

dranatically for Mayer and his cdontryroa^x Jem werfedto be "excluded frtin, 

all professiois exertii^g ah ihflueioe ov^ German cultural life... (ihcju~ 

ding* theater^ filjis, radib^ literature, ahd Ihe arts...and-inost irtpbrtaht 

. 14 
of all — the press." 



With his future so threatened, Mayer traveled to the United' States, in 
M34, visiting distant relatives in New York City. Wiile in America^ he 
met with magaziiie eMtors^ photographei-s, and oth^ picture agents to 
piscuss the current state of pfiotojdurnaliOT and publishing. Sensing that 
itine was ripe for to SneriCTn picture magazine ana, therefore, a'pic- 
j:ure agen^» Mayer ^jcse to «iipate to the United Stat^ rather than to" 
[iglarid, where he also had_^ofessi6nal oontacts. ^ v •_ — ^ - 

6 ; - i . 
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Maya's ae«xLsioh also inf^aehced by his frierii Safranski, «ho 
fi^ ooQe to the uriitea St^«J» 1934 as director of the Hearst magazines. : 
(Saf ranaki produo* a -da,^ ,f a picture magazine for ^a^t siiilar to 
one prodiK»d by Rurt iCTf at Time lis: J ^ransS ,«nted Mayer to join' 
him in faindihg a picturw agency. t 

_ _ _ _ 5^ 

Saf ranski t^ed to give me an^idea of the %ii»te picture 
W»cy aituatiorLhere in this country. What m^W^ 
.^iaien to^ oane to ^ united states and not 1^4if3 

--^ g?ff-g^ X^^g^ entESIaatic 

iSESffiteoo^^ ^ tte ^i^^^^^^t^^.i: 

^iJ^ I'm sup safranskT^ ""^irSteiE^-^iri-wide 
field* to iwork in and with a big aianc^ to deyelop the ' 
busings quickly and create scmething wbrtfiwhiliT hot 
^ iust to make mon^.15 (at?*asis added] 

y % ' _4_ ^ ■ . i 

vi^t to the Unite*^t^, coupled, %ath Safj^nski's d^ire to 

establish a.^rtuTB agewy, convinced Mayer to ad^te to New York ha ^ 
was f^^ to sell Mausritius in 1935. S^ou^ it tos difficult to find a 
buyer f^ his -Jtewish- busing, Mayer located a Swiss picture agent ^ 
willing to pay him a'^very mcd^t stin" f^ it. 

*fay^ moved to the ttiited States in Nbvtember 1935 at the age of foc^ 
two, l^a.^ behind his wife, Belei^; and tso dau^terS, R^i«a and Dor- 
thea. Be planned to bring his family (to New Yatk once he had established a 
business and saved enough for their' faf^. liifortunately, Borthea became 
ill, s«s refused treatn«ft at a ho^tal because she wte k 3^, and died 
29, 1936 in Berlin.' FivB Sonths later Helene and sevwi-year-old 
R^^inarendgrated to l«ew Ybrk ei^^ ^ • 

Mti^^ emigrating was tragic, ^yer belies he and Saf^Pfed 
tmdn to offer ftnericah pefclishers interested in establishing^ picture 
na^im; -Their tijhing could hot have been better, in s^te of the fact 
th^ arrit^ed during the D^Jt^ion. -If w^ had cone five year^ before, we 
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iBladr Star] wc?uian*t have ^iad t»ie pbssiijility to e3ast._ ttie ^ iaeaa 
v«oai,di*t l?ave aevelopaJ. ' it was just the right nonent. If you study his- 
tory, yc3i|^ fdll find that very often pie best things are done in the wbrst 
of tines, ■ Mayer iijfshasizes. - ! - 

Foiniatiott o f Blade S t ar ^ " ^'"^^ ^ 
In early 1936 Mayer l^ed two rocns in the Graybar Building at 420 
I^scljigtoh.' Avghue for six months without paying any rait.\»y Ywk 
bukiness^ had defaul^ by late 1935, leaving so many offices \«^Jit^t 
landlords of fet^ s^Sai «rangenents |«st so building would be dca^^. 
•'^Thia rojt-free arrSngonent alloied Mayer and Safrah^ half a year to build 

_ • - __~ __ : * 

a clientele for their new picture agency. 

Hie name -Black Star" wu3 Sa£r^ss)i^'ai idea. In Eur^ it «ms ccmnon 
fqr a oarpany to have a Ib^ or tradotarJc^a syiSbbl «*idh stood for the 
aarpany's name. Mi printers' boxes of type caohtaihed a star, and Saf ran- 
ski heaped it w^d be«BB a quickly idemdiiable synSbl. tow^ver, ftneriians 
not pidc up on ^ idea and few busing as^^is ever used the siBH 
pie bla^ star. - 

>- ft stroke of goad fortune during his first year in the Chited States 
is one of Mayer's foraaest manories o{ his adopted hanBlamd.' j*©d tewis, an 
JSheri«n who worked for H. Armstrong Staberts Picture Agency in the same 
buiidihg, visited Mayer -^fe: a fiw we^ after Blade Star opened its dbbrs. 
Si^-to *by^'s surprise, Lewis appeared at the office idLth his arms full 
of ma^ and brochur^, and a book of ham^, addr^ses, and fitam niinbers of 
editors and crni&ty^ "cxwitacts" who might interested in Blacdc 

Star's pictur^^'^ tevd.s later beoane a Blad^ for several 

years. . * • ' 

. : 8 11 



^ 'fc»dinaing to Hayer^ •Hany of these anali thin^ happ«e5 to us; TtiiB 
waa very eirRxunig^ • Q£ o(Mrse> if yoa are tftrdwi out of k oquntry^^ the 
gcrreritnent^ as We in Germany, and you cxre to a new caountry where 

th^ nic« things fisCT^m to yai, it msdces eveiythiog so imich iw^re- pleasant 

_ _- ■ '"':t^^ _ ' - . •> ' 'si^ ' ' 

ahtj easier for years to ^ne.** 



Jtaericans tike Iseidts helped hut HSyer 

■■ ■ _ ■ ' ^-^ 

^ helped hiinself by ooadng to the United States prspored to neet with pub^ 

liahers and edUtoors. Like many other Eurcpstn refugees » he %ps unable to: 

Boring modt money or nany personal popsessicns to the United Stat^^ but he 

did brin^ ^ong a large file of {diotographs. German and tt^aidi photognt- 

he )aiew thrwjgh Mauritius, includiiig m. Paul Itelff awSl Pritz doro, 

gave Mayer p^dssicm to sell the reproductioh fi^tts to their fSwtbgrapfis 

to Sroerican publications. Early in 1936 th^ photographs gave him an of- 

- - - - ' ^ • ■ , 

tree to see Longwell, who then was working with the; new Titne inci j Bi^ieri- 

raental Dc^surtment. 

— longwell, very ess^taS about the picture ^tori^ Steyer bc o u p t him, 
ipt out 0f the roan to show the photographs to sdmeone else, possibly Isabet, 
^Ij^ retumijig, Ixiigi^ll astoni^ied Mayer ^ buying the r^proAjction 
r^^s to fiearly everything he had with hjah. Songweil said he wrted to 
use (ttiei picture stories to ^kiw other Time Inc. edltora the directibn in 
t^dh fAjotojcMTnalism-w^^ going. Acsoording to fgyer, liongwell ^s a mn 
of vision, scmeone ^Atb knew ptwtb essays fioid cm^dia ^w togr ^ pty were the 
•rs?w trends in photogra^y and publicatiCTis . 

it is not surjEMTisihg that shoartly thereafter Time Inc. offered Blade 
Star a contract', marking the begiming of a long, si:iTOessful , business 
arrarigancht between the twa ca[t|iam6s, Scoording to a contractual lettler 

f sent to Majflpr on f^il 3, 1936, Time Inc. a^e^^to pay Black Star $5,000 
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for the loext year in exciiang^ fair first refusal rigfits on photogrkfifts not 

: 17 

taten "on a direct order from other publirtiers,* Tijiie Inc. also re^ 

_ _ _ _ 18 _ 

eeived first refusal on ail pictuns iinnrted fcy Black Star. Uie $5,000 

yearly fee %^QSs^a guaranteed miniinanr and Black Star's i^xtographs dbiild be 

used by any of the aSme Ipc. magazines. Ftar exanple, thirteen Blac3c Star 

ptotographs, including one fcur^icture essay, liere piibli^ied in elcn^oi is-* 

SUM of Tiroa from &ie start of the contract to the fix^ ismae of tife 

. 

(March-4iav«toer 1^^ 

The Black Star {tetoOTi^is in' Tiine uroused at least one reader^s at- 
tention, because the ^^i^^tixiq letter to the editra: f ran Grady Otay 3^. of 
Gecargia a{i»ared Jji ^ptL DedeiiDer 7, 1936 issue: 

In recent issues of TIflB. _• • and oth^ outstztMing 
snagazii^, there have appeal^ hei^ zestful photo- 
gxB^ bearing the credit line •Wblff , frat Blade Star,* 
"Pi:eu^,_ fitin Bla& Star," etCi eould you d^cribe the 
nature of this pxiblicatidh, "Blacic Star"?i9 ' ^ 

Ite edi t o r explained that Blac3c Star wis a photogr^hic and iiteraxy agency 

with "sdmB 50 Eurbjaeah, Asiah^ African pfiotogttqphers* and i^ "fonoed last 

- ^ 2b 

rfeootfcer by Ernest Hayar^ refugee G^m^i-cte»d^ pud^li^ier." 

Urder this and subsegu^t ddntracts , Blade Star phcibogra{]liers 

receives the expbsxire they needed to get on %d.th thei^ cansers in the 

IMitea States. Coring Mfe's first ^ao yeazB, sevei photographets— Pritz 

GDro (twi«), Kurt Severing Wblfgang Wteber, FVitz ifenle, Vietor DePalina^ 

Hei±^t Gehr, and Chim^^were highlighted atop the ooliin of picture ere- 

21 _ 

dits. niis v^eekly feature focused on a phbto^ra^Gx published in that 
particular issue ai)d included the photographer's portrait 2md brief cottnen- 



Ah examihatidh of thf^ first years of Ijife also reveals there ^^ere 
very few issu^ that did n^ ^ ptain tho work of at least one Black Star 
l^idtograF*^ . In done cases the feature l^ied •Photographic Essay" vms 
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* 22 
shot by a Black Star photbgri^^ter sucdl as Severing fiSber or Chini^ while 

on three occasions the magazine's cover was paxxJuded by a Bla<^ Star pho- 

23 

tdgrapher. In the fall 6t 1937 the work of Blade Star photographers nade 

up a itiajor o±|£inait of one issue Mfe > ^he lead featafe on the Itaiezi^ 

can Legion showcased Qiie wdotic of foor of the ag^)^*8 




same issuer Blade Star p ho to gr ap her Severin pro vided the photog r a phs for a 

f c«r-Fttge spread * £ife Go^ to a t^r^** and ^ subject of the phcxtug ie ^ her 

. 25 

profile at the bade of the magazine* 

fts the agei^ be^ros ^^foli^ied, it r^tr»entad more ptetographers, 
incloding ^^ions like ^ig&ar ^th, and Tinie and UJe published Blade 
Star wbrie ev«i more frequently • Nevertheless, it tode ten years for the 
agsicy to beocme a financial sxKx:ess, euxsording to Mayer. Kqppily, its in- 
fluence on American publications ossne nudi more quiciely. 

iSie agency got off to a slow st^art financially beoiuae Miyer, Safranaki 

and Komfeld thought they could be literary as well as photbgnqphic a^nts, 

> 

acx3ofding to Mayer. Romfeld had worked in Getnau^ as a literary a^t 
specializing in medical texts. However, none of that^ understocd the lan- 
guage or American tastes well encRigh to act as itaddlanen for Eurcpean wri- 
ters such as Paul Claui^l and Bnil Ludwig seeking an ftnerican audience. 
After ei^^een months. Black star abandon€>d that phase of the dottnny's 
operation. ^ 

Ctospite ^^y&'s attempts to fashicai Black Star after Mpiiritius, he 
found that the two ag<»ncies were the "same in principle^ but hot in prac^ 
tice," Like Mauritiias, Black Star serviced a wuriety of clients, including 
newspapers (^w ¥ork Tiiiigs ), book pub^shers, and industry and advertisers 
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(i:^abb ajid Essb). However^ working with Tine It)c. was vK>3t profitable 

hrid pr^tigidQs for Blaclc Star ejicl the phutb essays the fiiotbgrapher^ liked 

to produce %^ere best suited for a magazine fonnat. Annng Black Star's inaga-^ 

zix)e clients^ lAfe was the ii«:^t d^irable and dciiprised aF{>rbxiinately a 

26 

quarter of the agency's sales^ acocurding to j^u^nidc. 

tftilike the si^sati^ in Gennany, £dfe did not have strong dcnpetitokB 

in the picture magazine business « 'RxoBi Black St3r had limited options if 

lit fe was not interest^^^in a story. Mayer and his partners did not oonsi*' 

der their other m^ac cltgits ^Iaook , Ihe Saturilay Evgiinq itesfc , Qoili^s ^ 

NfewsyipedC y and Rirgfe ' " in the same class as Tiff^ i Photpgraphs suitable for 

Life might be t^ no^s ori^ted for ma^zines like iook or Gbil i ers or the 
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Mayer i^sinted Xo sell work to Life for several o^ier reasons; it paid 
much more than the other ma^zines; it gave photographs much better *play;" 
and its wedd^ publication meant that timely mat-<er|jil readsd the 
newsstands <juiclcly. Few sa^zines tried to conpete with it on fast-* 
breaking nei^. Once Life established itself, the ma^zine staff had a ^neat 
deal of power. According to m^er, ^t %«s comtcti in the late 193ds for 
Life editors to display their casual arrogance by purt^iasing sets of pho^ 
tographs frm Black Star emn when tiveiy did nc5t plan to publish them. Tfds 
iteant no other ftffericam na^zine could use them, althou^ryBlack Star cculd ' 
sell the saira photogrB$)hs to Eurcf^ean magazines. 

All three Black Stax^partn^s acted as picture agents, working with 
their own clients'. Rornfeld wbls responsible for the agency's most iicpjr- 
tant account. Life . Although he lacked !teyer*8 nx§3i Safranski's experience 
and undGystandlng of the photography business, he soon becaras Black Starts 
best picture agent. His personality was everything, according to Hc^mrd 
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i 



ehajaiick: ■Wieh he went to £xfe it %rasn*t as if he %9as %iJDrlcing for tten 
and introducing his pTo tog r apie r s ^ it^\^ ai%^ys ^ if tfa^ were working 

for ftiSi fie was a very oOTjrtiyr gallant gentiaah and A^ea^^ considerate of 

27 

the people up tiiere." ^ 

Bdt^trd k. Thc n pson y idfe 's minaging editor frtst 1949 until 1961^ 

__ , . 28 . 

considers Ramfeld ''the only homest picture agent in the business." 

Natalie K^ek, tiJe 's picture bureau ciiief for nany years, attributed Blac* , 

Star's "ooj^orata glow" to him: "He really cared awJ he inde you feel it. 

He knew they had a ccKfetitive business, but he eifdowed it with r^pect for 

the individual, for craftaiBnship and quality, and vAteh he cane, to sell you 

29 

pictures ytxi felt you were dealing %dth a friend, not a salearoah." 

s 

Dcwdon ftetinwright of the latest Life sp^aJcs very hi?^y of both 
Kornf eld and Black Star. in addition to their twsih^s relationship ^Siidti 
"sort of rah itseljf," Waihwright arid Kbrnfeld had a ^)ecial pearscnal rela- 
tionship. Kdrhfeid was a "sweets gentle, lovely mah^" aaxxrdihg to - 
Wright, %*ib also said of the agency: 

Black Star's ehtr<^ at Life wag very gpoSi. Imw the 
A i^^iotograph^ ttie peiple that Black Star repr^oited 
yitij we might, use were no suzprise to us^ (te Imew %*iat 
they ccxild do and ^^t we would liJce than to do. Vte 
felt th^ [the a^StsJ had quality clients and that p»- 
pie like Kbriifeld wcxild never iitisrepreseht ahytt^ng. 
There was hb salesmahship, hb hustling involved^ 36 

Public perception of Safrahski could hardly have been more differ^t 

than that of Kbrtifeid. Mayer says Safrahski %^ very gifted and Idwid^ge^ 

able, but his apprbadi was to "teach" pec^le^anU^^ w^e hot fcand » 

- _ - 31 
of being "taught." Although he had much to bffeir American editors be- 

_ 32 

cause of his "scholarly, aesthetic approach to pIiotogre^iTy^" Ssireaveki, 

spent most bf his time in the bff ibe^ because he did hot get along well 



with editbrs. He worked with phbtbgrapihers on story ideas and possible 
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apEmftciies to a wide variety of assignments, serving priirarily as the odn- 
pany's "idea nan." Safran^ also was considered a talented picture edi- 
tor* 

Safranski's reputation was based on his fnany years with Ullsteih^ 
whoe he began as a draftsian and art inanac^. f^le still in his late 
thirties he served as a hi^y successful inanager of all the Ullsteih naga^ 
zxnes. ^ 

After^the Nazis took over the Dllstein opera in _1933r SafranS^: 
emigrated to England %A>ere he inet Richard E. Berlin an! fCiite ^ the 

__ ___ ._ — a_____ 

Hearst Oorp^ration. Hiey encwiraged SafrahsJci to move to New YaSc City to 

help establish a new Meekly picture magazine. He jdin^ Burst's qr^tnxza^ 

tidn, which at that time {xiblished h^^epers and sudi mt^zines as Good . 

Ifc"sa<eepinq , Harper's Bazaar ^ HcRise Beautiful , ebmiapolitan , rnart 4 

try , and HCCliir^'s . 

At Safrahaki's rescaihaiaatiGh^ Rbrff &ou^ into the Hearst 

brgahizatldh after serving as a cstsultant to l^ce and the ^^^imentai De- 

partiSeht. Ifcwever^ "one fateful day, th^ [Rorff and SafranskiJ were told 

the current financial aifl busi^^^s cbnditic»is did not p«xnit starting the 

publication^ which Safrah^ci had estijiiat^ would require an investaent 

33 

of at least $1^500,000."/ 

Saf rahski and Korf f were sc^ly disappointed not to hove the qppcErtu-- 

^ _ '_ 34 

hity to direct ah ftSerican picture magazine. Ihe style they pioneered 

with Ullsteih did^ hdwe^^ influence the direction of Life . Safranski was 

considered by H^hah 01 1 stein to be •^an artist of faultless taste, with an 

35 ^ 

extraordinary flair for publishihg, full of good ideas," Although he was 
unable to find ah Ameri<^ ExdDliSwir willing to hire hiin as an editor, his 
roFwtatioh attracted «nigre j^iotbgraphers wlio vmnted to work with him at 
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*iacdc Star arid tteLr ideas aiS pT ioU jyr ap ac s^le sig^icantly inf luaidia 
American iiagaziiie photografiiy^ 

Otse Eurt^eah ptwtbg^phers f ied^tezi Gexnany arid came to the 

Unit«a Stat^ In the late 19363 and early 194ds were attracted to Safrahaki 

. . u 

and Blac* Star for several reasonis. m Europe th^^had bebane adcusttmed 

to cxiiai^rable fr&sScn as freelanoers, funneling their \i6rk tfeoogh seve- 
ral Efctdgraiittc agm^&. ftsotograghers d^ienaed oh the agencies to di- 
rart: their work to the b^t magazines and to scur^the h^t pri6«. fhqr 
wahtoa the agracies to handle all the business aspects,*^ including pci^ig, 
^lli^' ^ii«cting, booldc^ping, and accounting. Bla^ Star *«s. or^nizted 
on this snie Eur o pea n model. 

As these &d.gri piwtbgraiiiers established a suboessfui xelaticnsMp 
vrtth Blade Star, they enocxiraged others to join the a^r^. Herbert 
for exarrple, told Ralph Crane he would find Bla<3c Star a good agm^ to 

, JX^^ ^ , ' , _ , 

work wxth. Crane^ in turn, became one of the agency's greatest 
bobstOT. Black Star prtj^sered fixin the "hetwcarkihg" that r^ulted* j 
Ctf course, otter New York picture agwicies- may have wihted to repre- 
sent the best of these etiigre phiDtbgraphers^ ^^ladc Star m more suc- 
cessful in doing so for several reasons: \ 

(1) Wie agency was managed by fellow ^gr^, re&ing possible lan- 
guage problers and generally helping ease their eiitry into Jtaeriran'^life. 

(2) Mayer, RDrnfeld, and Safrahaki had beai very suobessful business- 
men in Germany with influential cxihtacts in the Bhited States evert before 
they emigrated. Ttvsy nsaintairted their prof^ionai contacts in Germany af- 
ter arriving in JSnerica. Che binefit was Blade Star's ability to obtain ex- 
clusive phKJtograEte of the Genwh army in action prior to Anexica's invol- 
venent in Wbrld M6ar II. 



{3) UnliJce most photo agencies, which paid photographers only after 

their vtork had been sold^ Blade St2tr paid a weekly retainer /agadtnst an 

agaceed perc»itage of a photographer's total annual sales. Black Star 



usually took a thirty to forty percertt ccninissicn, aooording to Hay^. 



Goto ranenb ers ttst comsission to be fifty percoit. ) 



OonLracts with pho^pgn^ters n^iged fixm a few mctiths to ^ full year^ 
ffar^ phbto^ph^ stayed with black Star oily long encxi^ to fulfill their 
first oontract. Othetns, liJce Gene anith and Crkne^ wer^ r^>rraaitea by th^ 
agen^ f» many years, even though Life was the prijnaiy outlet fear t ^r r 
photogii^piis • ' ^ 

^Crane stayed with Blade Star frtin 1941 to 1951 because of the exbei^ 
lent {srsonal and professichal matibnahips he had. Sis experi^ide with 
the ageiK^ shc^^ wt^r Black Star cculd attract fine photo jouarhzftists. eS a 
professiacial level r Crane says^ Black Star helped him "tr»ehd6txsiy by to^ 

piyir^ excellent ideas for picture stories and did a great job in selling 

|s ^ 37 

them. Abcut eigtrty percent of these stories were well sold." m his 

inraise for Kdrhfeld, Saftahski and Mayer^ Ccahe says the •teaan %^ about 

the best I have ever seen in any outfit. 1 ach really gr atef ul for every- 

thir^ they did for ine. In f^rt that i^ one reason i stayed abnost 10 years 

with than even thcw^ I had the possibility to join the [ £ife l staff . much 

38 " 

earlier than I did." 

SUiplyihg ideas for picture stories i^s ycroe thin g Blade Star agents did 

_ _ V 

well at I»ife » acxsordihg to Graiie. However^ at first it %^ easi^'to sell 
sir^le images than photo essays, itaaricah editoxs w^e less experienced 
than and did hot alleys realize t^ potentiai of a 

stbry. • "Wfe were fort^a-'-imo^ or leas—tb sell single pictures at first 
since this was what Oie pesqple wahtedi" Mayer aStits. I 
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BamsvBr, Kbrtifeld Was quite a sai^aan, a«J alowly he educated the 

'__ __ _ • 

editora at Ule. Black stax's ^^t^ task, acoortiuig to Hayer, was to 
intxa3uce the idea ctf the photo ^say to editors becaiis^ there wete no 
terican nodels to point to. Mthoo^ the agents did hb^ censider th«- 
«elves "missiaiaries,*^ Qi^ %»ere detetmined to be mibbMsW F. i g< r ^ «^. ^. 
and felt that a«j^tance of this nesg j^jproach to nagazihe photogi atf y sas 
essential. . ^ ^ 

'R> sell this new abroach, Romfeld was hot afraid to do battle id.th 

^ wiiseti HicScs, Mfe's picture editor, who was moody and ^ten di^iailt to 

deal withi Thqr had a very e3?>losive relationship and would disa?^ 

vi^prrosly during their regular jneetihgs. Sonetimes Rbcnfeld and Hides 

argu«a over the ^ioe of photogr^iia v*lile othet tines the argment would 

be of a nore substantive nature. '"OWy would scream at eadi otheS- luid thqr 

would literally pound the table.. .and they would go at it, but^ i think 

realized the value of Black Star and the ^xytogrx^h^ that Blade Star 

(39 1 

had^" according to Chapiick. 

athoagh these argtaents did hot really straih the relationship be- 
twBMi Blade star and Life , another situation did. The ^stealing away" of 
agaK^ photographers to work directly for the picture magazine upset 
Kontfeld, Jfayer and Safranski. Bianks to BJtadc Star, Hides areJ the others 
fed opportunitgr to bectine acquainted with a photographer and his abili- 
ty to ^S^duce good work. After a photcjgrapher ^^v^ hiuself , the managing 
^to^ ^wouraged him to wtsrk ^r«rtiy f^ the Saline, thus avoidljig the 
agerK^ conntssicw. DUtors who did hot lUce a particular Blacde Star photog- 
rai*ier*s work were under no dbligaticti to add him to the Life staff. That 
photo^pter ocjuld stay with the agency or jdin ih^ther na^zlne staff. 

17 20 



mny auLfr^ proved during their "a^ehtic^Mp" at Blade Star they 
had the qualities of a gcod inagazine photographer; ptq^iatl st^dna, 

versatility, technical ejqjertise^ jotsmalistic ^11 in handling story 

46 

ic^^, and the abilil^ to deal %#ith people. Mfe editors wanted th^ 
qualities in its phobc^rapiearai Ifias^ it not sorprlsing that photogra- 
phers sucii as Gtjro^ Pteininger^ Sand^, Henle, Wblfif, Balman, anith, 
Eri^t Baas^ 0iarles SteiiSeimer, '^iric Oaile, Vbries Yi^dtmc, and Bill Ray 
left Black star for Mfe . Ihpir d«dsion9, however, were not Solely Hased 
oh ncnetary m n s ida rationa. ^ be a Mfe photographer was ^ery presti- 
gicMs, a factor Wlii^ May^ and his partners could ncit ddunter. Ot±ier pic^ 
ture ag^cies fami thOTseives in the sane position as Black Star when it 
cane to having pwtographera "stolen away" by lafe editors, Pix Ihc, Id^ 
Alfred Eisenstaedtr Nina Leen, CSamell (^pa^ George Kazger^ Erich Sdiaal^ 



and idbert Perair to Life after providing the maoism with their work for a 
■test period." 

fts in Ge^nany, as the Jtaerican picture magazine industry gr^, so did 
the nuStt- of picture agOTcies. in the late 1930s ari3 early 1940s agencies 
B}jch as wide Iteldr Underwood £ Urdi^cwoodr Acme, Reystarier and Interna^ 
tional reoBived credit lines in £a.fe r but Pix ccttp^ted most directly with 
Blade Star, according to Ifeyer and Cliapnick* (M^nimr ah agency f ouhded in 
1947 as a photographers' cooperative, was very bcnpetitive with Blac3c Star 
in the i95Gs and 196bs. ) 

Like Black Star, Pix iima fouisdpi?^ 1936 in New York City by a Gexmah 

endgrer Leon Daniel. Daniel, too, gained considerable esqseriehce in the 

picture selling business in EXirope, thus creating "stiff C3onpetitic»i" for 

the agency, acxording to picture agent Erahz Purst, v*k) worked at Pix for 
41 

many years; In ranentoering the picture agency business of the late 
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1930s* Worst saia, »M£e needed badly all the itetesgtaiaherB who omiie in 

fron the toetta; Mfe taid a trawndous need f dt this type of pho to gr ap ty, 

for anyOTe %^ tms trained on the BIZ. it was a big time for the Jtaoriatn 

: 1 . 42 ■ 

awdcerdng to photojoumalisni. " 



t Itorst adpnewledges that talented emigre t*iaUjyiapha» were attracted 
to Blade Star and Pix becsiv^ both agehci^ were oimed aaid op^ted 1^ fel- 



low airopBans. Hore^er^ oisde the.piigr^ established a r^c^tion in New 
YorJc (3.ty and were aocustcmed to thir hew honeland, &tey no Icng^ needed ^ 

picture agents. 'niis was a "dahg^" of the ag^x^ business , according to 

43 - ■ 

Purst. " Nevertheless, both Bl«u* Star aiid its rival, I^, served a cri- 
tical role as jsanduits for the vork of o^eriraibad, a&qpean-triined _ 
photografhers. ^ " ' . 

^ Gcrolusidns 

Histbriahs have failed to ^Ibre the origins of Black Star Picture ' 

----- % ^ _^ 

figency and hew during its esarly years ife introduoed es^iorienoed iSwtojour- 

nalists to a jxibiisher attarptihg to break hew ground in toerican jouma- 
llan. Pf inary aifl sebchdary sdafoes indiCTtte tiSe ram Black Star 

were well aoiijaihted with dperatidn of the G^non mss. circulaticti pic- 
ture nagazih^. Itiey xedbgxiized the of candid photograity and the 
ftotb essay in paresmiting both tfie f^nbos and the^ ixrdinary in routine 
situatitris. Rayer^ SafrahSci, and Roornfeid ^ared i^th the editors at Life 
their eaqjerienc^ as Susinesmai and as edit^ns« They enoouraged \At^ 
oaitbrs to use more photo essa^^ produced Xsy individual ptotdgraftwrs 
rather than so many single jAwtographs. iSe Bladk Star photographers ^ 



prbdubS ptotbgraphs for Life , in tajtrn, applied theix knowledge of Getnori 
jEiwtojcwrhalistic practidis in t heir work, thus creating another chahiiel 
thrtt^ %Aiich these ideas *«fe caxxied a^oss cultural bourdaries. 

22 ■ 
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3 April 1936, 



see: Zoe SftdtK, "Bhigre CbhtcibuUqis faj Mfe t The Sgrrogt arfio~ 

ence in the Cgvelopneht b'f America's First W^cture Magazine," a paper pre*, 
sertted to the Hisjbciiy Division^ Aaso^iation^for Bdotation in Joumaliam and 
mss Qamuiiioatibh, ahhuad bonverition^ ftthojs^ GH, dttly 26, 1982. 

Lilian S. Jghnaon^ e». W. Bog^fe ani tS; 
Essay itiew York: Aperture^ t981}t 6i 

• 3_ , , _ i. 

Efehiel Le»g»iiell^^ «ntxact«al letter to Ernest Mayer, 
Hme Inc. Arciiive^ Tline^fe Riildihg, New Yoric, NYi 

V^' _ _ _^ _ -f _-. 

Wilaob Hiaca^ Wbeds and Pjctorea (New Yoric: ^rper & Brotiiersc- 

W52)i p. 87. " ' ^ «■ 

IVro OTi^ter sear*^,! ^ne in 1977 and the other in 1983, of s 
variety of lit4»»^m came op^^ only one published article on 

Black Stars ^It^hoold also^e^noted^ttet rewOnds and files fron the agetr* 

' v^ien JIayer no^red to his ca^^ hcnie in 
liy^ he no longer had space to house then. 

t P 

fron th«e individuals used in this paper are 
with then unless otherwise noted. 



cy's early jvears were 
Riverdale^ N^i On^ 

i ^ : 

* Ondocunnented quotes i 
taJceh^frcjm thet isntervietra I 




Saniel 




5 January 1937, 



tongweil^ office maiorandan to Henry Luce, 
^Sfe inc. Archive^ TiraerMfe Building, New York, NY. 

8 ■ I : . -* 

Dorothy S. Geiatt,' ■inside Blade Star," 3tepular fliotoqraffihy (B&cch 
1968)i 97. r) — : ' . 

9 - ; . J / 

See the pictur e credits listii^ in the f ollowiiig Life isiuest 7 
Deoeniaer 1936, 21 Deoenter 1936f\^ 28 December 1936 (t: -26^^^HT 1937 , 3 MSy 



19^7^ 10 May 1937, 17 Me^ 1937, 7lJUne 1937, 21 JUni 1937', 19:JUly 1937, 9 
Jtajgust 1937, 30^togust 1937, 6 Septarber 1937, 13 Septaitser 1937i 18 Octo^ 
her 1937, 29 November 1937,\6 DKseniber 1937, 20 Dederabir 1937^'27 Drosnber 

1937, 24 January^l938, 14 F^uary 1938, 28 February 1938, 28 Iferch 1938^ 4 
Apri^l938^j6 May 1938, 17jXrtDber 1938 , 31 October 1938, 7 Nov«itoer 1938, 
28 Noveaiberl938, 13 February 1939, and 20 February 1939. 

10^ ; >^ :^ 

^ the picture credits listing in the following Life issues: 28 

March 1938, 23 Mbqt 1938, 10 Octo^i^ 1938, 31 October 1938, and 14 Novwber 

1938. / 
11 ^ 

. interviews- were condixrtpd with Ernest ^yer at his hone in : Riy^- 
dale, NY on 22 May '1978, 3 .Jaraiary 1979* 13 Itey 1979, and 19 Novaiber 1979. 
12 

Howard Chatpnicdc, • interview in hisVoff ice in New Yoric, NY, 23 'K6y 
1978. ^ 
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Foiiowir^ in the f a>tst^ of ^ BIZ and iW? were nvsiergus weekly 
pi?:ture aagazines, including j^lfasche l ilastxigter fecketeil > Fraiflcfo rt^ 



^tapi^l (isund ay s upplanent ^"tS ^^^^ I^g^litt lt Sfe 
pe yfcyallgy and Beyers to ftll^ in l£ipK% Beli^ and MlBOn 
^Sih^^^^A gawtse History o£ pfaotogr^ CN»9 Ydric; Grosett and Donl^, 

- • ^ - _ _ _ _ ' ; . ■ ^ L ' ■ •' 

^naan Ullstein, th e Fdse aad^ll of t he ibuse of Ull^in (Hni 
YGrJc: Simon and aSust^, IH^)- p. ^ yufe oc utig^in (Mew 

15 ^ 
Hayer inten^ew, 22 May 1^7B, op.^cit. 
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. Hayer inte^^, ^2 'toy 1978, c^. 

make a go of it and qdit the picture a< 
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longwe^l, contraCtaaral letter to/feyer, cit 



Ibid. 
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busing a 

i 



was unable (o 
time iat^. 



letter to the editor, Tims 



2^ <7 



DeooHber 1936): 8 



w ,«^S^ ^ foliowLi^ iseues p| Li^: 13 Sep:a*er 1937, p. 104? 4-^^ 
^^^U^J"* -^^^'A^ Octcaser 1917, p. 110; 25 October 1937, p. il2?Xlto- 

^yii38,^p. ' «^ ''''' ^ ^ 28 

22 

- ^ See the follCTdiSL iBsi^s of Life ; 18 ectc6^ 1937, p. 43; 1 
ber 1937; p. 42; and 28 Nbveraaer ld38, p, 48. / 

23., , _ •: / 

^ ^ Se e tte frtlcping 6 Daoatfce^ 1>37; 28 iWh 1938; and 5 

Septenber 1938. Munkacsi |>roduced the 18 April'1938" cover m w«11. 

^ See Mfe ^ * October 1937, pp23-28. 
25 J - 
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